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for the general reader, Six Armies is a 
good guide to both the Chickamauga and 
Chattanooga campaigns for the interested 
reader. 

All of these books could represent a 
truism about Woodworth’s writing style: 
great at clear and precise representation 
of ideas and themes, horrible at inspiring 
the reader through minute detail. Do | 
detect a Braggism? 

Jefferson Davis and His Generals and 
The Art of Command in the Civil War 
are recommended for Secondary, Aca- 
demic, and Public Libraries. Six Armies 
in Tennessee is recommended mostly for 
Academic and Public Libraries. 


John Sandstrum 

Head of Technical Services 
Millsaps-Wilson Library 
Millsaps College 


Yarbrough, Steve. The Oxygen Man. 
Denver: MacMurray & Beck, 1999. 


280 pp. $20.00. 


Oxygen Man is the debut novel of writ- 
er Steve Yarbrough whose previous publi- 
cations include the short story collections 
Mississippi History, Family Men, and 
Veneer. Like the stories in Mississippi 
History, Oxygen Man takes place in the 
author’s hometown of Indianola, Missis- 
sippi in the Delta. The novel attempts to 
integrate the lives of both black and white 
citizens of the area into a cohesive story. 

On the surface, the characters are 
involved in a racially and economically 
motivated conflict that erupts when the 
black workers on a catfish farm begin poi- 
soning the ponds in an effort to better 
their conditions. However, it is only 
when exploring the complex and some- 
times subtle relationships between white 
people of power and money and poor 
whites that the novel rises above the 
cliché. Unfortunately, the black people in 
the novel remain, at best, signs that stand 
for black people rather than emerging as 
true characters. The author and his white 
characters appear blind to the reality of 
the poor blacks around them. 
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The novel focuses on Ned Rose and 
his sister Daze, self described “fire-sale 
items” who do not speak to one another 
despite their having shared the same 
house all of their adult lives. The answer 
to that mystery is revealed near the end of 
the book. 

Another major relationship examined 
in the novel is one between Ned Rose 
and his friend, employer, and tormentor, 
Mack. Fettered together by circum- 
stances and a kindred nature, the bond 
between them moves the story forward; at 
the site of each of Ned’s violent actions, 
there hovers the shadow of Mack Ball. 
One character tells Ned, “You ain’t noth- 
ing, man. You zero. You just an empty 
blank for Mack Bell to fill in.” The 
choice of zero, an O, cannot have been 
accidental, as O is the chemical symbol 
for oxygen. The symbolism of oxygen 
also provides a glimpse into the complex- 
ities of Ned and Mack’s bondage, imply- 
ing that Ned is something Mack needs in 
order to breathe, in order to exist. 

Of Ned, in his climactic showdown 
with Mack, Yarbrough writes, “that all of 
Mack’s weight, the mass of what he was, 
had been hurtling toward him [Ned] since 
the day he was born,” implying an unstop- 
pable force that could not be denied. Yet 
the word that seems to best describe the 
actions of the characters and the tone of 
the book is settling. Ned, Daze, Mack, 
and the novel itself seem to settle like sedi- 
ment on the bottom of the river. 

No alternative to the destructive waste- 
fulness is given unless it is in Daze’s and 
her older lover’s eventual coupling. The 
insular characters of Oxygen Man have 
little concept of a world outside of the 
Delta; Ole Miss marks the boundary of 
their travels. Although it is possible to 
find redemption at home, in Yarbrough’s 
world, it is extremely unlikely and less 
than satisfying. 

Recommended for all types of libraries 
and mature readers. 


Angela Weaver 

Library Instruction Coordinator 
and Reference Bibliographer 
University of Mississippi 
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